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County Agent’s Notes:

September 13, 1999

Feed your grass for winter hardiness.
My neighbors will tell you that fertilizing the lawn is not one of my favorite things. I
don’t have time to do a lot of mowing, so I don’t do a lot of growing. At the same time, I know
that highly fertilized turf is much more attractive to insects and much more susceptible to
disease, so I can expect to avoid most of these problems as well.
There comes a time however when all plants require nutrients, at least at maintenance
levels. This is the time of year when these applications should be made. Of course the first thing
that should be done is to sample the soil and determine what the soil really needs. For those who
seldom if ever make applications, a general assumption can be made that soil pH is low. For
this, agricultural lime should be applied at something like one ton per acre, or around 75 pounds
per thousand square feet. Be careful here, because in general you should not apply lime to
centipede grass or in the area of azaleas or blueberry plants. Lime should only be applied to
these things on the basis of a soil analysis, and will only be recommended in the case of
extremely acid soil conditions.
The main nutrients that should be applied now are those which do not promote a lot of
tender growth. New growth should be avoided this time of year because it will not have time to
toughen up prior to cold weather, and will be seriously damaged. This kind of shock can lead to
actual plant loss in some instances. The nutrients that can be applied now are phosphorus and
potassium, the elements which help plants avoid winter injury, and which are not susceptible to
leaching loss during winter rainy periods.

Just as a refresher, the content of fertilizer is designated by three numbers. For example,
a fertilizer like 5-20-20 contains five percent Nitrogen (N), twenty percent Phosphate (P), and
twenty percent Potash (K). I’ve used this material as an example because it is a great product to
use this time of year. It contains very little nitrogen, but high amounts of P and K. In most
cases, around 200 pounds of this material is a good maintenance dose for turf.
A rate of 200 pounds per acre is equal to just under five pounds per thousand square feet.
As a way of making sure you don’t overdose your grass, use a very low setting on your spreader
and put in 5 pounds of the fertilizer. Four pints is “about” five pounds. Mark a starting point
and go until the fertilizer is gone; then measure the dimensions of the area covered. You should
have covered just under a thousand square feet. When in doubt, always tend toward the light
side rather than the heavy.
Phosphate and potash are necessary for strong cell walls, and for resistance to freezing
injury. These elements are used mostly in strengthening plant tissue rather than growth, plus
they will stay in the soil for use next season. In the spring you may want to apply a little more N
to promote spring and summer growth; you should not need more P and K then if you apply it
now in the fall.
When done properly, grass can be kept healthy without promoting a lot of excess growth.
In addition, conservative fertilizer use helps protect our environment. This will be my goal as I
fertilize my lawn this fall, because I don’t intend to spend all my Saturdays on a lawn mower
next year either.

